Itir Akdogan: You are the leader of youth work and youth social development in the local democracy field in Turkey. In recent years, information and communication technologies (ICT) have become central in your projects. Can you explain why?
use and skills of ICT increased among our young people, we decided to leverage the technologies for participatory democracy and for helping young people in Turkey establish partnerships with young people around the world. Thus, ICT have become central in our overall policy, crosscutting all our projects. We also integrated ICT in the implementation of our projects because we found that efficient use of ICT increases project success and long-term sustainability.
Itir Akdogan: Can you describe your projects in some more detail?
Mr. Hazir: We are working in three main areas. The first area is ICT literacy. This is a very important area because none of the digital democratic applications or changes in legislation would matter if people do not know how to use the technology. Therefore we have an extensive ICT literacy campaign for increasing online access to information and access to and interaction with national and international networks. We have trained 150 thousand people in 78 (out of all the 81) cities in Turkey and we have opened 24 ICT academies. The second is the entrepreneurship oriented women's empowerment with ICT area. We are training women so that they can use ICT to create their own businesses. The third area is the social networking and social media arena. We have created a 58 hour curricula for young people about learning how to efficiently use social media and develop social networks. We have also established local democracy watch platforms. Based on the social impact evaluations that we make at the end of each project, it appears that 50% of the beneficiaries from our projects are young people who studied at high school, who are financially challenged, and who wouldn't otherwise be able to access the kind of training that we offer. The other half is women.
When we evaluate what has changed in the lives of the people who benefited from our services, we see that thanks to our projects, there are local associations in each one of the cities and there are youth houses even in the south-eastern part of Turkey. Now the youth in these communities are enabled to create their own local projects and they follow national and global processes. We reached our aim of connecting young people in remote areas of Turkey with young people in other parts of the world. People have not believed in us years ago when we told them about this goal, but today this communication has become part of their lives.
Itir Akdogan: What are the challenges and limitations that you face in these projects and how do you cope with them?
Mr. Hazir: The biggest challenge is the traditional social perceptions. This perception is based on the concept of "othering." I mean the religious is the "other" for the secular; the Alevi is the "other" for the Sunni and vice versa. There have been serious problems in the past that resulted from these differences. Political conflicts created deep scars in Turkey and engaging in traditional politics did not improve the situation. The challenge is to change the mutual hostile perceptions. There are also legal challenges. We still have the military coup constitution in force. Therefore it is difficult to fit the projects with the legal system. Finally, there is no culture of coworking between civil society, the private sector, and local and national authorities. What we need is to keep resources in a common pool and concert them to public policy. I think the process of making a public policy is more important than the policy itself. We believe in the interaction between the various stakeholders because we believe that the process of communication between stakeholders has the potential to reduce hostilities and transform the stakeholders. We are also still struggling with prejudices towards international processes. The perception of some in Turkey is that the world "wants to divide our country." Our projects have the potential to overcome such fears. Finally, an important set of challenges have to do with the limitations in our educational system. No matter how much we try to change hostile perceptions, we still need to deal with a society educated through rote learning. This too is an obstacle that needs to be overcome. As for how we cope with these challenges, we partner with local authorities and the United Nations. We are trying to transform public policies by coupling the local policies with international rights and processes. We prefer consensus to conflict. We have partnered with the public sector for a long time and have established a level of mutual trust with members of this sector. We have partnered with many cabinets since we started our work and with all political parties. We, however, set our own rules and we strongly stand by our values and aims. We started small but now, with our experiences, knowledge, and skills and after 16 years of hard work, our proposals have become policies of many institutions in the public sector, as well as, in the private sector. We, for instance are advisors to TOBB (Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Turkey) on creating a network for young entrepreneurs. They took our advice and now they have a 20 thousand member network. As I mentioned before, we initiated the change in the voting eligibility law, lowering the age from 30 to 25 years old. The more we develop such policies, the easier is to cope with challenges.
Itir Akdogan: What do you think has been the impact of your projects on the relationship between the secular and religious sectors in Turkey?
Mr. Hazir: The use of ICT is still rather limited in Turkey especially with a gender divide of 58% versus 20% in favor of men. There is still a considerable number of people who think that ICT are unhealthy or that using them is a waste of time. Moreover, the majority of the population does not use ICT for a positive change. The latest surveys suggest that those who use ICT the most and most efficiently in Turkey are the educated and economically developed sectors of the population who identify themselves as secular. The group that uses ICT the least is the conservatives that choose a religious lifestyle, except for the intellectual conservatives. I think that communication between the two groups depends on a change in the level of hostility in the political discourse between them. This will take time because at the moment, all groups using ICT are doing it primarily to communicate within their own network rather than for interacting with other networks of other political or religious views. Mr. Hazir: I believe that Turkey needs to transform. She needs to confront her history in this transformation in order to find ways to reconcile the differences in society. I don't think it would be sincere to expect Turkey to be a serious actor in the global level or a model in the Middle-East democratization without this process. The current trend is to give this role to Turkey. Global business supports the idea by, for instance, opening up Middle-east offices in Istanbul, but Turkey cannot play such a role without a democratic constitution, without participatory democracy, and without guaranteeing freedom of expression of all the groups and identities. The uprisings in the Arab world used ICT and social media very extensively. I think it was also a bit of an intervention of the global capital. Today the markets of the global capital are the Middle-east and Africa. Global business needs new policies and new tools to operate in these regions.
We will see if the Arab spring will bring democratization or not. The results of the uprisings in Egypt, for instance, brought in a regime that is not very different than the previous one. There is a danger that those who couldn't benefit from the system previously may bring in their own system rather than democracy. Those movements may manifest themselves as revenge rather than democratization, with religious discourses and intolerance to differences. This is a serious challenge. I think Turkey needs to take developed democracies and developed countries as a reference for its own democratization process. In this sense, I think it would be wrong to refer to or to side with Middleeastern countries. You should not compare your democracy with the worse models but rather with the better ones. Turkey has gained popularity in the Arab countries after the anti-Israeli statements of the Prime Minister. This is good and bad. Good because it is the first time Arab Street approaches Turkey positively, they take the Turkish model as a reference. If Turkey manages to democratize its own society and politics, then it can be a role model and contribute to the democratization in the region. And it is bad, because Turkey may not be a model if it struggles with its own democratic challenges. As for young people, they are not a homogenous group. Youth groups engaged in politics interact with the likeminded. All groups look at the Middle-east from their political identity perspective. Some, including myself, see how much some of these countries value democracy, participation, and inclusion no matter who is in power. think the most important thing is the flow of information about best practices and about how we can adapt these practices to our lives to improve our democracy.
